Paracelsus called the herb *Perforata* and everyone knew what he was talking about. In popular belief *Hypericum perforatum* L. (St John\'s Wort) (HP) was the healing, anti-magic and magic plant received from God, which so infuriated the devil that he bit holes in the leaves. By making a small hole in a sprig and looking through it, one could observe all the witches present at a Roman Catholic service. These are a few tricks from sagas and legends I do not find in the book discussed here. However, in his dissertation---accomplished under the supervision of Professor F Ledermann---the author has provided an impressive quantity of information on HP as a medicine in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In Hippocrates\' work we find the first written indications on the use of the plant for sciatica, inflammations and pus formation. Pliny the Elder gave a clear description of the plant and Dioscorides mentions four species, the second of which, *Askyron,* corresponds to the plant discussed here. The herb was also believed to protect against witches and the devil, and that is why it was attached to stables and houses. Hildegard von Bingen could not appreciate the herb and thought it was of no importance to medicine. The oil made from the flowers was listed in the first *Pharmacopoeia Londinensis* (1618). Later, the use of the plant against vesical stones and for the healing of wounds passed into oblivion until it experienced a real revival as an antidepressant.

As a natural, healthy, inexpensive and over-the-counter "happy pill", HP seems the dream remedy against depression, a kind of vegetable Prozac. The antidepressant effect of the plant, which has now been definitively proved, was indeed the main target of clinical and toxicological research and made it possible to include it in the arsenal of reliable drugs. Tschupp gives an extensive account of this. He is not an alchemist who can turn lead into gold and therefore documents everything thoroughly. The result of his study is a book full of information on this miracle plant, complete with many lists and tables. The etymology, pharmacodynamics, structure of the active constituants---everything is dealt with.

The book is mainly oriented towards Swiss and German publications. Most of the research has indeed been carried out in Europe. Of the ninety-one notes on interactions (pp. 410--26) only six are related to English-speaking researchers and their names are not included in the bibliography (Moore, Kliewer, Johne, Lantz).

In contrast to their Swiss and German colleagues, American physicians remain sceptical about medication with HP. Richard Shelton (Vanderbilt University) (2001), who carried out a survey with 200 patients during eight weeks, found that hypericum extract did not have a better result than a placebo in major depression. German clinical research has shown, however, that the effect of HP preparations is comparable to that of tricyclic antidepressants in certain patient groups with minor to moderate depression. The effect is based on the inhibition of monoamine oxidase (MAO) and catechol-O-methyltransferase (COMT). These enzymes are involved in the catabolism of various neurotransmitters, such as dopamine, noradrenaline and serotonin. However, a serious drawback of HP medication has come to the fore: an important shortcoming is its interaction with other drugs. One of the secondary metabolites, hyperforin, can activate important liver enzymes to make toxic substances as unharmful as possible before they enter the blood circulation. The effect of other drugs, such as contraceptives, HIV inhibitors, anticoagulants, anti-epileptics and chemotherapy, may be decreased or prevented. Also reported are side-effects such as stomach irritation, loss of appetite, tiredness, hypersensitivity to light and allergic reactions. Due to its MAO-inhibiting property the use of tyrosine-containing foods is not recommended.

This book can be wholeheartedly recommended to every physician, pharmacist or phytotherapist who wants to be informed about this peculiar herb. I am looking forward with interest to further monographs by Tschupp.
